On 31 May 1936 Professor Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychoanalysis, wrote a letter to the Austrian litte! rateur Arnold Zweig, warning him about the dangers of undertaking biographical research. Freud intoned that ' anyone turning biographer commits himself to lies, to concealment, to hypocrisy, to flattery, and even to hiding his own lack of understanding, for biographical truth is not to be had, and even if it were it couldn't be used '."
Historically, the disciplines of psychoanalysis and biography have endured a somewhat complicated relationship. Psychoanalysts have turned their attentions to a wide variety of figures from the past, often recklessly so, and the early analysts produced psychobiographical portraits of such diverse figures as Amenhotep IV, Julius Caesar, Caligula, Alexander the Great, St Augustine, Leonardo da Vinci, Martin Luther, Sir Thomas More, Napoleon Bonaparte and others too numerous to mention.$ Some of the sloppy works of the earliest practitioners of psychobiography, combined with emotional resistance from many traditional historians, have contributed to the scepticism and often vitriol that met the psychoanalytical method.% Fortunately, more careful work in recent decades, combined with a growing appreciation of the lasting value of psychoanalytical insights, has fostered the increased popularity and indeed indispensability of Freudian ideas in the writing of history and biography. In 1984 the late Richard Ellmann devoted his Chichele Lecture at All Souls College, Oxford, to the subject of ' Freud and Literary Biography ', in which he argued for a greater rapprochement between psychoanalysis and biography, and in 1985 Peter Gay published Freud for Historians, an impassioned plea to historical colleagues, trumpeting the virtues of Freudian analysis.& Whatever one's ultimate opinion about the relative utility or otherwise of psychoanalysis as an explanatory heuristic, psychoanalysis has exerted an unquestionable influence on the craft of biography, so that unlike our ancestors, contemporary biographers can no longer gloss over the early years of a subject's life, and every major biographical study of merit contains copious material on childhood factors and experiences. Turning to a recent edition of The Sunday Times, Books section, 6 July 1997, one need merely glance at Hermione Lee's review of Sally Cline's biography Radclyffe Hall : A Woman Called John to learn that ' Hall's painful and neglected childhood is much emphasised ', and that ' child abuse, it's argued, formed a character fixated on control, alienated from heterosexuality, dangerous to herself and her intimates, and profoundly insecure. Mother and stepfather are always to blame '. ' Literary scholars, of course, have turned to psychodynamic insights with increased frequency, ever inspired by the rich tapestry of Freud's award-winning prose. Scientists, on the other hand, have remained somewhat more wary of what they regard as the often speculative insights derived from the subjectivity of the clinical consulting room. The panel of ' Psychoanalysing Robert Boyle ', a conference sponsored by the British Society for the History of Science and held on 12 July 1997, occupies a pioneering place in the attempt to apply Freudian ideas to the life of a natural philosopher and scientist such as Boyle, and contributions to our understanding of the nature of the physical world in which we live, and his work on gases, which gave rise to what is commonly known as ' Boyle's Law ', continues to form a part of the education of virtually every young student of science. Michael Hunter describes Boyle in the preceding paper in this issue as an ' icon of the science of his day ' and one of Boyle's own contemporaries, Sir Peter Pett, recalled ' the honour and happynesse of frequently conversing with Mr Boyle in Oxford '.) Undoubtedly, the late Robert Boyle inspired interest and affection in those who knew him, and in those who have dedicated their energies to the study of his life and work. Thus in view of his affability, his prodigious and uninterrupted capacity to produce creative scientific work and his dedication to philanthropic causes, a psychologist could readily surmise that Robert Boyle possessed a goodly amount of ego strength and ego integrity, two psychoanalytical terms which indicate the presence of a considerable quantity of mental health and well-being.
Although Robert Boyle may have had the capacity to survive and to thrive in the world for nearly sixty-five years, he did, nevertheless, suffer as well as prosper. Certainly, although we have no evidence at all to suggest that Boyle struggled with a severe psychotic illness of any kind which might have required confinement in one of the abysmally grotesque lunatic houses of the seventeenth century, Boyle may have combatted instead what the thoughtful modern French psychoanalyst Dr Andre! Green has described as ' private madness ', a series of personal symptoms and preoccupations which create anxiety for the individual, but which often remain unnoticed or unappreciated by observers.* Mindful of Boyle's brilliance, and of his many valuable qualities, I wish to concentrate however on a tentative exploration of the more vulnerable aspects of his character which I regard as indications of a more private form of psychopathology. In particular, I shall focus on Boyle's most discrete symptom, namely his persistent lifelong stutter, as well as his use of defence mechanisms such as sublimation and psychic retreat as a means of controlling some of his lingering anxieties."! I hope that an elucidation of the more labile and delicate areas of Boyle's personality will contribute to a richer picture of the man whose life we endeavour to examine, without in any way minimizing the importance of either his scientific contributions or his historical legacy.
Let us commence our investigation with an examination of the most overt of Boyle's symptomatic behaviours. Robert Boyle's proclivity towards stuttering began in early childhood, certainly before the age of eight years, and it continued to plague him throughout his life. Lorenzo Magalotti, who met Boyle in 1668, recalled that it ' seems as if he were constrained by an internal force to swallow his words again and with the words also his breath, so that he seems so near to bursting that it excites compassion in the hearer '."" Not only did Boyle stutter markedly, but he also displayed considerable evidence of the phenomenon that psychoanalysts have come to describe as sublimation, which might be defined as the tendency to transform sexual energy or libido into more muted, nonsexualized forms of activity such as research or scholarship. Freud was convinced that the infant's curiosity about parental sexual activities constituted the substratum of all subsequent adult researches, be they scientific or psychological in nature. Boyle certainly employed sublimation on a grand scale, because, to the best of our knowledge, he refrained from overt sexual activity for most, if not all, of his life. He certainly never married, eschewing the possibility of at least one arranged marriage, and he never fathered children. As his contemporary John Evelyn quipped, ' among all his Experiments, he never made that of Marriage '."# Instead, he invested his libidinal energy into the creation of numerous writings, authoring more than forty books, beginning with the teenage Aretology, written during his eighteenth and nineteenth years. All told, Boyle penned some three million words throughout his long and prolific career.
Of course, the craft of writing may represent an expression of health and creativity, and one might argue that seventeenth-century figures had few outlets for evacuating internal contents other than through pen and ink. Nevertheless, the practice of writing can in fact be a representation of pathological features or aspects of the personality, indicative of a preference for manuscripts over people. Many prolific writers turn to the inkpot as a means of fleeing from the complex vicissitudes of human interrelationships. The British psychotherapist Harry Guntrip described such an individual as ' schizoid ', in other words, someone who withdraws from the fullness of human contact as a means of protecting himself or herself from the potential disappointments and rejections inherent in all encounters among living, breathing human beings."$ In view of the documented fact that Robert Boyle spent the majority of his time in his laboratory from the summer of 1649, in his twenty-second year, until his death in 1691 at the age of sixty-four, one might surmise that he felt safe and protected in the predominantly non-human environment of the laboratory. In fact, as Michael Hunter comments in the preceding paper, ' in the vast amount of time that he spent in his laboratory, investigating chemical and other phenomena, Boyle's career resembled that of a modern research scientist to a far greater extent than was the case with most of his contemporaries '."% Robert Boyle did of course work with colleagues in a variety of capacities, but he seems to have spent much, if not most, of his time in the protected solitude of research, study In spite of the relative scarcity of formal psychological data about Robert Boyle's inner world, such as the abundance of dreams or free associations that would be available to the contemporary psychotherapist working with a living patient, we can indeed begin to formulate a composite of Boyle as a relatively healthy person for his time, but also as one who suffered nevertheless from a pronounced stuttering symptom, and as one who fled from the full satisfactions afforded by a rich, sexual and companionable intimate adult relationship. How can we explain the development of Boyle's schizoid and sublimated personality, in view of what we know about his formative years ? The remarks which follow can only be described as tentative reconstructions, based on a psychoanalytically informed reading of the relevant surviving documentation.
In my view, the roots of Boyle's attraction to the non-human world of gases and chemical substances can be explained in large measure, if not completely, by his foundational experiences. As the youngest of the fourteen children of Richard Boyle, the first Earl of Cork, and his wife Katherine Fenton, the young Robert would have entered a crowded family in which competition for parental affection would be stiff, if not impossible at times, and one could certainly wonder how much care the budding scientist would have received in such an ambience. Of course, one could certainly hypothesize that both parents and all the elder siblings doted upon the new baby, and we would have no means of refuting such an idea ; however, in view of Boyle's subsequent self-imposed sequestration in the sanctity of the workroom, one cannot help but believe that Boyle sought to escape from the helter-skelter of a bustling and overpopulated family.
To compound Boyle's early infantile attachments, his mother, the Countess of Cork, farmed him out to a wet-nurse. According to Valerie Fildes, the practice of abandoning one's newborn offspring reached its zenith in the seventeenth century, noting that ' in this period, women with any status in society rarely breastfed their own children '."& Dr Fildes has suggested that landed husbands may have discouraged their spouses from becoming immersed in breast-feeding activities so that they could devote themselves to producing additional heirs to the family estates. Once again, we can only speculate as to the specific motivations of the Earl of Cork and his wife for engaging the services of a wet nurse, and one would be justified in wondering whether the infant Boyle would have experienced a sense of confusion, betrayal or abandonment at the inconsistency of his care.
According to John Aubrey's study of Robert Boyle's life, the scientist remembered the early experience of being placed in ' a pendulous satchell (instead of a cradle), with a slitt for the child's head to peepe out ', arguably his first memory."' How can we explain this seemingly unusual communication ? Recent research on the history of childhood will help to shed light on mid-millenium swaddling practices.
Whilst under the care of his Irish wet-nurse, Boyle would have had to endure the swaddling ritual so extremely prevalent throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Child-rearing manuals of this period touted the advantages of wrapping newborn infants in mummifying bandages which restricted the mobility of the limbs. Swaddled infants would also have to wallow in their own urine and faeces, as the nurses changed the swaddling bandages only on an infrequent basis."( It would not be unreasonable to theorize that such restrictive practices of child-rearing could contribute to the development of substantial rage, marked passivity, as well as to feelings of self-loathing and detestation of one's faecally encrusted body.
Certainly modern psychological research on childhood loss and on disruptive attachments has proven most definitively that breaches in the mother-infant relationship predispose the neonate to the development of depressive psychopathology in later life, particularly if that infant has undergone some sort of adoption experience, as would have occurred in Boyle's case.") To compound the situation, Boyle's mother died from consumption at the age of forty-two during her son Robert's third year, thus traumatizing him. As Boyle himself described the event in his autobiography, ' An Account of Philaretus During his Minority ', ' two greate Disasters befell Philaretus ; the one was the Decease of his Mother ; whose Death would questionless have excessively afflicted him, had but his Age permitted him to know the Value of his Losse '."* Modern psychologists would understand Robert Boyle's commentary as an idealization, in other words an attempt to pretend, through denial, that he did not experience psychic pain. In view of the findings of modern infant research, which suggest that youngsters harbour an acute awareness of the activities of their mothers, the three-year-old Robert Boyle would undoubtedly have become aware that some air of loss and depression had entered the household.#! We know that Boyle's father, the Earl of Cork, adamantly refused to remarry, remaining a perennial widower, thus unable to surmount his grief for his deceased spouse, and this psychic attitude would have exerted a considerable maturational impact on the children.#" Not only did Boyle have to endure a separation at birth, followed by the death of his mother, but he then found himself despatched across the waters to attend Eton College, with his elder brother Francis, at the age of eight years. Psychoanalytical practitioners often debate the meaning of a child being sent to boarding school during the latency years of psychosexual development. For some youngsters, boarding school may represent a welcome haven from an abusive home of origin, but for perhaps the vast majority the school represents yet another severe abandonment that can engender feelings of self-loathing, stimulating fantasies in the mind of the small child that he or she must not be loved. Naturally, some school settings perpetuate the abuses of home life, and some schools surpass any abusive home. Indeed, in consultation over the years I have seen a goodly number of patients who had experienced marked forms of physical, sexual or emotional abuse at school, often in spite of relatively good care in the family home. Boyle's memories of Eton College include that of nearly dying in his dormitory when a wall collapsed, as well as an incident in which he fell from his horse while riding, and the nag nearly trod upon his throat. Once again, one must exercise caution in the analysis of the significance of such early memories, but they do suggest experiences of danger, which might also have contributed to his increasing penchant for study and for his concomitant social withdrawal. His academic work proved so vital to the young student that by his own reckoning ' his Master would be sometimes necessitated to force him out to Play ; on which, & upon Study, he look't as if their natures were inverted '.##
The accumulation of traumatic experiences ranging from loss of the family home, wetnursing and swaddling, maternal bereavement and abandonment to boarding school, exacerbated by one or more homosexual seductions by ' gown'd Sodomites ' with ' Goatish Heates ' during his fourteenth year, contributed to Robert Boyle's growing incapacity to tolerate a fully intimate relationship during adulthood.#$ To cap it all, the Earl of Cork then died, leaving Robert Boyle an orphan at the age of sixteen years.
His close association with his sister Lady Ranelagh, who bore the same Christian name as their mother, may have thrived in part on Boyle's yearning to re-establish contact with the lost mother of early childhood. Boyle may never have mourned the idealized Countess of Cork, ' a Woman that wanted not Buty, & was rich in Vertue ',#% and his sister, with whom he lived for some twenty-three years, may have come to represent a sublimated oedipal spouse. In fact, Boyle died on 31 December 1691, only eight days after the death of Lady Ranelagh, who died on 23 December 1691. This phenomenon is quite representative of longstanding married couples who often end their lives within dramatically close proximity to one another. As a matter of further interest, Boyle had bequeathed a ring that he wore on his left hand to his sister in his will.
Because Boyle had received so many rejections, deprivations and disappointments in infancy and childhood, I suspect that he threw himself into the relative safety of academic work, and thus attempted to protect himself from further psychic injury. This sort of defensive strategy lies at the very heart of the schizoid individual, who prefers the readily controllable world of books and chemicals to the world of interpersonal interactions.
The cumulative trauma of Boyle's earliest developmental years left him with a very discrete symptom, namely his stutter, a characteristic expression of repressed rage and hostility. As early as 1895, Sigmund Freud linked the symptom of stuttering to undisclosed traumatic experiences and strangulated affects or emotions. Interestingly, one of Freud's earliest hysterical patients, ' Frau Emmy von N.', also battled with stuttering, and she too underwent a period of extended sexual abstinence, exactly as Robert Boyle had done.#& Principally, though, Freud regarded the stutter as an indication of a wish to utter some unspeakable word which becomes stifled. In consideration of the extreme infantile rage that Boyle would have experienced as a child, the stutter both hinted at, and yet also protected him from, screaming for his mother, and for release from his swaddling bandages.# ' Freud later linked stuttering to a conflict surrounding anal excreta, a true concretization of the swaddled child's uncertainty about whether to expel faeces or to retain them.#( So too does the stutterer agonize over whether he or she should release a word.#) To the best of our knowledge, Boyle's stutter persisted throughout his lifetime, thus indicating his ongoing preoccupations with rage and loss.
Lest one surmise that Boyle can be reduced to a series of pathological constellations, we must remember as well his extreme creativity, his experiments and writings, not to mention his important role in the establishment of the Royal Society. The tool of psychoanalysis must be wielded with conviction and with gentleness, and the psychoanalytical investigator must remain ever mindful of the potential unpopularity of his or her conclusions. Nevertheless, psychoanalysis provides an explanatory model of the lingering effects of private events in the life of an individual, which, once revealed, can help to furnish a richer portrait of every person, complete with strengths and vulnerabilities, accomplishments and fears, creations and anxieties. If psychoanalysis has taught us anything, it has helped us to realize that we are all more human than otherwise.
